Isfahan: "Half the World"
in Chinese decoration to represent clouds), dragons and phoenixes and in the design and combination of the scrolls. This mixture of Chinese and Persian styles is the great attraction of the Ali Kapu murals. There are "endless" motifs enlivened by paintings of people, including pairs of lovers. These are flat, highly chromatic and astonishingly like some modern paintings.
The upper floors contain certain rooms with strangely panelled walls. The panels are of wood and contain hundreds of vase-shaped recesses. These were intended to hold specially shaped vases in the most varied colours, but mainly the bluish-white vases of the Ming period and Persian flask-shaped vessels made by the Chinese in the Chinese style. Vases were even fixed, almost horizontally, into recesses in the ceiling. Chardin describes this strange method of decoration:
''There is nothing more cheerful or more gay than this infinite number of vases, cups, bottles of all shapes and materials, of crystal, cornelian, agate, onyx, jasper, amber, coral, porcelain, gold, silver, enamel, all apparently set haphazardly into the walls and even the vaults, so delicately that they seem about to fall at any moment."
Ali Kapu is a Turkish name, and not Persian, as most Iranian names are. This is explained by the origin of the Sefuwas who came from Ardebil in Azerbaijan in the northeast of the Empire, a province with a mainly Turkish population. Turkish was spoken in the Sefuwas' court in Isfahan, although the dynasty was really Iranian in origin. The Arab word for "gate" is "bab". The name "High Gate" is in keeping with the symbolical meaning attached to all names of gates from time immemorial in the Orient. Babylon simply meant "Gate of God" ("bab-ilon" in Assyrian, "bab-el" in Hebrew). A hundred or so years ago the founder of a Persian religious sect called himself, metaphorically, "The Gate". It is because of their symbolical value that most of the gateways to Persian mosques are of such huge proportions. Their mighty vertical walls rise up to thirty or even fifty feet and are •                  127he Scfuwa period, the murals and the cloth and carpet decoration all show a distinct Chinese influence. This is evident both in certain motifs such as streamers (used
